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Racism, 
anxiety 
and a 
precarious 
future
Eastern European 
Young People in 
Brexit Britain: 
What is this %ULH¼QJ about and 
why we have produced it
Here to Stay? is a research project which 
I\TPSVIWXLIPMZIWSJ]SYRKTISTPI[LS
EVVMZIHMRXLI9/EWQMKVERXGLMPHVIR
JVSQ'IRXVEPERH)EWXIVR)YVSTI'))
-XJSGYWIWSR]SYRKTISTPIEKIH
[LSQMKVEXIHEJXIVXLI)9IRPEVKIQIRX
MRERHLEZIPMZIHMRXLI9/JSVEX
PIEWX]IEVW
The project explores how migration and 
current immigration policies are impacting 
XLIMVPMZIWLS[WEXMW½IHXLI]EVI[MXLPSGEP
services, the quality of their relationships, 
and what are their feelings of identity and 
belonging in the UK.
 
The study is important because it 
TVIWIRXWXLI½VWXEREP]WMWWMRGIXLI&VI\MX
Referendum on how current plans for 
&VMXEMRXSPIEZIXLI)YVSTIER9RMSREVI
impacting on young Eastern Europeans’ 
lives.
We have gathered the opinions and 
experiences of over 1,100 young people 
SREVERKISJMWWYIWMRGPYHMRK&VI\MXXLIMV
participation in communities and access to 
services, their experiences of racism and 
exclusion, their relationships, well-being 
and plans for future now that the UK is 
planning to leave the EU.
8LIWI&VMI½RKWEMQXSMRJSVQE[MHIVERKI
of audiences on the experiences of young 
Eastern Europeans living in contemporary 
&VMXEMR
8LI&VMI½RKWWLSYPHEPWSLIPTPSGEP
authorities and other organisations 
develop policies and improve services for 
young people, taking into account their 
needs and experiences. 
Here to Stay? is a project carried out 
by researchers from the Universities 
SJ7XVEXLGP]HI4P]QSYXLERH(YVLEQ
The project is funded by the Economic 
ERH7SGMEP6IWIEVGL'SYRGMP
We consulted Eastern European young 
people living across the UK in urban 
and rural areas. We also work with a 
group of Young Advisors who give us 
their thoughts on how best to carry out 
the study. 
To get a UK-wide picture, we asked 
young Eastern Europeans (who had 
lived in the UK for 3+ years) to 
complete an online survey. This was 
promoted through schools, youth clubs 
and social media. Over 1100 young 
people took the survey.
We then talked to more than 20 groups 
of young people in schools and youth 
clubs across Scotland and England. We 
asked them about their everyday lives, 
places they go to, things they do and 
can’t do, and how they feel about living 
in the UK.
We also talked to organisations that 
engage with Eastern European young 
people, such as schools, youth clubs and 
health centres. 
Our next step is to speak to some 
more young people and their families 
about their life in the UK to allow them 
to share their individual experiences in 
more depth. 
*MRHMRKWMRXLMW&VMI½RKEVIQEMRP]FEWIH
on the analysis of the survey data. More 
&VMI½RKW[MPPFIVIPIEWIHEWXLIVIWIEVGL
develops.
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The Brexit vote has had a major 
impact on Eastern European 
young peoples lives
=SYRK)EWXIVR)YVSTIERWPMZMRKMRXLI9/
are likely to be considerably impacted 
by the UKs decision to exit from the 
European Union, with some effects already 
QERMJIWX=SYRKTISTPI[LSXSSOSYV
survey came from all over Europe and 
MHIRXM½IHEW)EWXIVR)YVSTIERWII&S\
When we asked them how they felt 
about the UK’s decision to leave the EU, 
the majority said that they felt ‘uncertain’, 
‘worried’ or ‘scared’ over their future (see 
Figure 1). Others reported feeling ‘sad’ and 
‘angry’ (we allowed young people to give 
more than one response here). 
Young people said they were worried 
EFSYXXLIMVMRWIGYVITSWMXMSRMR&VMXEMRXLI
uncertainty over their future, whether they 
will be allowed to stay, and the risk that 
some of their family members might want 
to return to their country of birth. As many 
of the young people had lived most of their 
lives in the UK, many were concerned they 
would have to abandon their homes, friends 
ERHJEQMP]MRXLI9/TSWX&VI\MXERHQSZI
elsewhere. 
,S[IZIVEQMRSVMX]SJ]SYRKTISTPIWE[STTSVXYRMXMIWMRXLI&VI\MX
vote. About a quarter of the survey participants said they felt ‘hopeful’, 
‘happy’ or ‘excited’ about their future. When we asked them why in the 
KVSYTHMWGYWWMSRWXLI]WEMHPIWWMQQMKVEXMSRJVSQ)YVSTIQMKLXFIRI½X
their own chances of employment. 
Although most of the young people had lived in the UK for more than 5 
]IEVWSRP]EZIV]WQEPPQMRSVMX]SJWYVZI]VIWTSRHIRXW	LEH&VMXMWL
or dual nationality. With the cost of a citizenship application currently at 
£1,282, many young people said their families would struggle to afford the 
fee, while others did not think it was fair to pay a high fee for citizenship 
given their parents’ contribution in taxes. In group discussions, some 
young people said their parents were prioritising children’s citizenship 
applications over their own to help make their children’s status more 
secure.
This suggests that settled Eastern European youth and their families are in 
ETVIGEVMSYWWMXYEXMSRMR&VI\MX&VMXEMR9RGIVXEMRX]SZIVXLIMVJYXYVIWXEXYW
is a source of anxiety for many of them and their families.
Box 1. 
3UR¼OHRIVXUYH\UHVSRQGHQWV
 The survey took place between October 2016 - April 
2017. In total, 1120 young people completed the survey, 
with 807 full completions. 
 Overall, the survey attracted mainly young people aged 
16-18 (67.7%), while 32.3% of respondents were aged 
12-15. There were more female respondents (60.1%) 
than male (37.5%). The vast majority of respondents 
	MHIRXM½IHEW;LMXIR!8LIQENSVMX]WEMH
they were Christian (58.9%), while over a third (36.8%) 
MHIRXM½IHEWRSRVIPMKMSYWEXLIMWX
 Over half of the respondents were Polish (56%), 
followed by Romanian (10.4%) and Lithuanian (9.1%) 
nationals. The other 25% of respondents were originally 
born in 30 other EU and non-EU countries.
 Most respondents lived in England (71.4%) and some in 
Scotland (18.6%), while 10% did not give their location. 
 Over a third said they had lived in the UK for 10 or 
more years. 
Sample criteria: Please note that this was a convenience 
sample, recruited through schools, youth clubs and social 
media. The data could not be weighted due to the absence of 
existing reliable data on EU nationals in the UK.
Figure 1. 
Young peoples feelings 
over Brexit (n=948)
Young Eastern 
Europeans have 
experienced more 
racism since the 
Brexit Referendum
1SWX]SYRKTISTPIHIWGVMFIHVEGMWXMRGMHIRXW
they experienced or witnessed since the Brexit 
ZSXI%PQSWXLEPJ	SJXLIVIWTSRHIRXWWEMH
that they had seen more racism since the Brexit 
6IJIVIRHYQ[LMPI	WEMHXLI]LEHWIIR
³EFSYXXLIWEQIEQSYRXSJ6EGMWQ´
The majority (77%) said they had experienced 
racism because of their nationality, accent or 
the way that they look. For 1 in 5 young people 
(18.7%) these racist experiences happen ‘often’ or 
‘very often’.
;IHMHRSX½RHER]WXEXMWXMGEPP]WMKRM½GERX
EWWSGMEXMSRWEXXLI	WMKRM½GERGIPIZIP
between experiencing racism and age category 
T!PMZMRKMR7GSXPERH)RKPERHT!
ERHKIRHIVT!
In the survey, over 500 young people described 
in detail their experiences of racism. These 
experiences ranged from ‘everyday racism’ such 
as name calling, ‘jokes’ and friendly banter over 
accents, looks or country of origin, to physical 
attacks on young people, their family members 
and damage to their homes or property. These 
incidents included face-to-face and online attacks. 
Racism is clearly a feature of 
many young migrants lives 
DQGWKHVH¼QGLQJVDUHYHU\
concerning. Many young 
Eastern Europeans seem 
to experience racism on a 
daily basis in places where 
they should feel safe such 
as schools, public transport, 
parks and shops. For many, 
it seems that the post-Brexit 
Referendum atmosphere has 
made them more likely to 
experience or witness racism 
in their everyday lives. Our 
study also reveals the pervasive 
nature of racism, whereby 
it is seen as normalised 
behaviour and young people 
do not report it as they think 
teachers and police will not be 
interested.
‘School, streets, bars… 
incidents of being called 
a prostitute based on my 
background, being told to go 
back to my own country, a 
couple of more severe incidents 
included having rocks thrown 
at me and me being chased 
down the street by a group 
of teenage boys.’ (Oksana, 18, 
Female, Poland)
‘At my house when my 
neighbour called my brother 
an immigrant (although he 
was born here), at school I 
had people telling me to fuck 
off back to my country ,a girl 
throwing bricks and rocks at 
me and yelling racist things and 
more incidents.’ (Marlyn, Female, 
16, Poland)
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‘It’s happening at school. I am getting 
bullied and I feel like they’re bullying 
me because of my nationality as they do 
sometimes say racist things to me.’ (Lydia*, 
Female, 14, Poland)
‘It varies, but one of the things that 
happened at school was people telling 
me I should be working in the dining hall 
or cleaning their houses as I’m Polish. 
Obviously that’s a stereotype and I’m pretty 
sure they were just having a laugh, as that’s 
the type of humour we have.’ (Carmen, 15, 
Female, Poland)
About the Here to 
Stay? Project
Here to Stay? Identity, belonging 
and citizenship among Eastern 
European settled children and young 
people in the UK (a decade after EU 
enlargement) is a research project 
funded by the Economic and Social 
6IWIEVGL'SYRGMPKVERXRYQFIV)7
1
You can read more about the project 
EX[[[QMKVERX]SYXLSVK
*MRHYWSR8[MXXIV$1MKVERX=SYXL
SV*EGIFSSO[[[JEGIFSSOGSQ
1MKVERX=SYXL9/
Acknowledgement: Statistical analysis 
provided by Stephen Carson, SMART 
Centre, University of Strathclyde, 
and Emmaleena Kakela, Postgraduate 
Student, University of Strathclyde. 
Eastern 
European 
young peoples 
precarious future 
post-Brexit
(IWTMXIXLIMVJIIPMRKWSJ
uncertainty since the Brexit 
Referendum and the increase 
MRVEGMWXMRGMHIRXW]SYRK
TISTPILEZI[MXRIWWIHERHSV
experienced, the majority of 
WYVZI]VIWTSRHIRXW	JIPX
³JEMVP]WEXMW½IH´SV³ZIV]WEXMW½IH´
[MXLXLIMVPMJIMRXLI9/
Three quarters (75.2%) said 
they are ‘likely’ or ‘very likely’ to 
continue living in the UK in the 
future, with only 11% saying they 
did not think that they will stay 
R!
Those who planned to stay 
in the UK said they hoped to 
continue their education in 
school, college or university, 
or through a training scheme 
(70.2%). Many thought that they 
would be in full-time or part-
time work or working while 
studying (44.7%) or volunteering 
(10.5%). 
The fact that most young 
Eastern Europeans see 
‘I feel very connected to Europe and European culture. 
There has been some concern regarding whether I want 
to stay in this country in future due to the political 
changes happening in UK. I am considering moving to 
EU after inishing university despite the fact I enjoy 
living in this country.’ (Michael, 18, male, Latvia)
‘For a while now I’ve felt like I don’t belong in the UK, 
which has driven me to make a few decisions that 
would hopefully allow me to move away from this 
country in a few years.’ %PER1EPI&YPKEVME
‘I feel European more 
than anything. The Brexit 
Referendum has me severely 
worried for the future of 
this country, its people and 
foreigners living here.’ (Slodan, 
15, Male, Czech)
‘I don’t want to stay in the 
country in which I need to hide 
my nationality to be treated 
equally. I’m learning German 
now so that my job prospects 
will not be limited after I inish 
university and move out of 
Britain.’ (Dorota, Female, 18, 
Poland)
‘I just hope I can stay in UK 
because I don’t want to leave. 
I want to study here, I want to 
work here, I want to start my 
own family here.’ (Maria, 17, 
Female, Latvia)
themselves as living in the UK 
long term indicates their feelings 
of belonging and being ‘at home’ 
in the UK, as many have lived 
most of their lives in the UK. 
Many feel a strong sense of local 
and national belonging. 
Eastern European young people 
[LSQSZIHXS&VMXEMRHYVMRK
childhood, and have participated 
in schools and communities 
across the country, want to 
QEOIXLIMVJYXYVIMR&VMXEMR8LI
GYVVIRXTSWX&VI\MX6IJIVIRHYQ
uncertainty and an increasingly 
anti-immigrant environment are 
leading many to question their 
TSWMXMSRERHVMKLXWMR&VMXEMR
For some young people, the 
YRGIVXEMRX]SZIVXLI&VI\MXTPERW
means that a future in another 
country is increasingly attractive. 
8LMW[MPPQIEREPSWWJSV&VMXEMR´W
economy and society, in terms of 
the skills and knowledge young 
people have developed in their 
formative years in the UK.
8LIQEMRMWWYIWXSIQIVKIJVSQ
the research are:
 The UK’s decision to leave the 
EU makes many young Eastern 
Europeans uncertain, worried 
and scared. The current post-
Referendum environment leaves 
]SYRKTISTPI[MXLWMKRM½GERX
uncertainty over their right to 
VIQEMRMRXLI9/EJXIV&VI\MX
this uncertainty over rights has 
already led to an increase in the 
number of EU nationals returning 
to Europe or moving to another 
country (ONS, Migration Statistics, 
May 2017).
 The uncertainty over their future 
puts young Eastern Europeans at 
risk of mental health issues and 
school dropout. Young people 
who have EU citizenship are more 
at risk of feeling excluded and 
unwelcome in their communities 
as a result of current uncertainties 
over their status and the anti-
immigration rhetoric.
 8LI&VI\MX6IJIVIRHYQLEW
created a more divided society. 
Young people say that the 
HIFEXIWSR&VI\MXLEZITSPEVMWIH
communities into pro and against 
Europe and European citizens. 
For many young people who 
have migrated to the UK as 
GLMPHVIR&VMXEMRMWXLIMVLSQIERH
social divisions make them feel 
unwelcome and anxious.
 Young Eastern Europeans have 
reported increased levels of 
VEGMWQTSWX&VI\MX6IJIVIRHYQ
Many young people experience 
racism on a daily basis, disguised 
as jokes or banter, on the basis of 
their accent and country of birth, 
while others have experienced 
serious attacks on themselves, 
their families or properties.
 Eastern European young people 
feel that their future is precarious. 
While the majority of the young 
people in our study said they are 
likely to live in the UK in 2020, 
the anti-immigrant rhetoric and 
policies of controlling immigration 
have made many contemplate 
their future plans.
%DVHGRQWKHVXUYH\¼QGLQJV
we are making the following 
recommendations to local 
authorities and organisations 
working with young people 
originally from Eastern Europe. 
We hope these recommendations 
will ensure that young people can 
EHQH¼WIURPVHUYLFHVDQGSROLFLHV
which support them throughout 
the Brexit transition. 
 Organisations and devolved Governments 
should work with the UK Government to make 
the guarantee of rights of EU nationals a matter 
of priority. This would reduce their insecurities 
and avoid the risk of EU nationals leaving. 
 Organisations working with EEA nationals should 
ensure that young people and their families can 
access up-to-date information on decisions made 
MRVIPEXMSRXSXLITSWX&VI\MXWMXYEXMSRERHXLIMV
status. Currently, young people are unsure over 
XLIMVVMKLXWERH[LIVIXS½RHMRJSVQEXMSR
 Schools and statutory services are key to tackling 
racism and anti-immigration attitudes. Many 
schools are sites of racism where young people 
are victims do not report incidents and learn 
to avoid or normalise racist situations. There 
is an immediate need to ensure schools are 
challenging racist attitudes amongst pupils and 
teachers and improve mechanisms of reporting 
and dealing with incidents.
 Services should consider providing young 
Europeans with emotional support during the 
&VI\MXXVERWMXMSRKMZIRXLIMRWIGYVMXMIWQER]
will experience in relation to their future. While 
many young people will have lived in the UK 
since childhood, their future migrations often 
will be decided by their parents. These decisions 
[MPPEPWSHITIRHSRXLIMVZMI[WSJ&VMXEMREWER
attractive and safe place to continue to live and 
work in. 
 Continue consultations with young Eastern 
Europeans on future policies. Young people are 
GPIEVP]XLMROMRKEFSYXXLIMQTPMGEXMSRWSJ&VI\MX
for themselves and their families. We believe they 
should be fully involved in any consultations at 
local, regional and national level, to ensure their 
experiences and needs shape policy and practice. 
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